The disclosure policy should address both financial and non monetary relevant competing interests. If authors declare competing interests to the journal, they should also declare approximate monetary value.
A strong competing interest policy requires that all authors declare that the manuscript is free from the sponsor's influence. Many journals already incorporate some kind of statement regarding the role of the funding source. If there was no such involvement, then a statement to that effect could be provided.
Disclosure policies should apply to all authors and should also be extended to peer reviewers and journal editors, where "editors" include all of the people who are involved in the peer-review and decisionmaking processes about articles; this would exclude others involved in the editing process, such as copy editors, managing editors, and proofreaders. For editors and for authors of review articles and editorials, a greater level of scrutiny and public disclosure to the reader is warranted because these circumstances may influence the selection of the science that will be reviewed or published.
As a rule of thumb, disclosures must include any financial interests that could constitute a potential source of bias-or of perceived bias-in the eyes of the general public, the media, the scientific community, peer reviewers, or editors. The NRDC (Sass 2009 ) recommends the following language for requesting disclosures:
All financial interests must be disclosed. This includes but is not limited to employment, clients, honoraria, travel expenses, grants, and litigation support. The approximate monetary value of any financial interests must be declared and should distinguish between funding for research and monies paid to the author. Disclosures should include anticipated future competing interests, and past competing interests going back a minimum of three years. Any other competing interests or potentially competing interests, financial or other that, when known to the public could compromise the standing or integrity of the journal, peer reviewers or author should be disclosed. The journal editors will then decide how best to manage these.
The public statement (as well as the detailed listing of competing interests) should be written in language such that the average person would be able to identify a potential competing interest. A mere listing of funding sources for a study or the author's salary or honoraria is not adequate if most readers are not able to establish the link to a potential source of bias.
All participants of the NRDC workshop agreed that enforcing a policy is critical to making it effective. All workshop participants agreed that disclosure policies boil down to a mechanism in which disclosure enables peer reviewers and other professionals in the same field to alert journal staff if authors fail to disclose appropriately. If an author is found to have failed to disclose competing interests appropriately and further refuses to disclose in response to a request by the journal staff, punitive methods could include retraction of the article or banning the author from publishing in that journal for a specified length of time. EHP strengthened its policy in 2004 to allow a 3-year ban for authors found to "have willfully failed to disclose a competing interest" (Environmental Health Perspectives 2009). The journal editor could reject the paper at any stage for failure to disclose, and in cases where that failure appears to be deliberate or suspicious, the editor should consider referring the possible infraction to the senior author's institutional superior for further investigation, along with any relevant documentation.
Because the critical issue underlying disclosure is the reliability of the information being reported in a manuscript, NRDC workshop participants also suggested that journals could conduct random audits in which authors of a randomly selected article are asked by the journal for a more detailed data report, potentially including submission of raw data.
Many of the most respected scientific and medical journals have instituted effective, practical disclosure policies. Although these policies may differ from journal to journal, they share certain elements that can be adapted to the specific needs of any journal. Given the importance of the scientific literature in guiding consumer and industrial health policy, it should be the goal of all journals to ensure integrity in the articles they publish. Strong disclosure policies are a critical tool for achieving this goal.
